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Most of the 2,852 men and 57 women who have served in the Montana Legislature
have been older, better-educated, more affluent and more Protestant in religion
than their constituents, according to a study released by the Bureau of Government
Research at the University of Montana.
"In many ways Montana legislators have reflected their constituencies rather
closely, once we recognize that members of dominant economic and social groups
have the best opportunities to seek elective office," Professor Ellis Waldron
said, announcing publication of "Montana Legislators 1864-1979, Profiles and
Biographical Directory."
The 160-page volume summarizes legislative and other elective service of nearly
3,000 persons who have served in the Legislature, along with biographical information
about them.

Waldron compiled the directory in collaboration with the Montana

Historical Society.
The State Library and the superintendent of public instruction will assist in
its distribution to all public and high school libraries in the state.

The Greater

Montana Foundation and the 11a Dousman Trust helped to fund copies for this distribu
tion.

Individuals may purchase the book from the University of Montana Foundation

for $10.
"Women are the most obvious example of inequities in legislative recruitment,"
Waldron observed.

Only 12 women served in the Montana Legislature from 1917 through

1939, and 24 between 1941 and 1971.

Their number increased to more than a dozen in

recent sessions and Waldron speculated that a change to single-member districts in
1974 may have given

women a better chance to conduct neighbor-to-neighbor campaigns

in smaller districts.
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"The compact presentation of service and personal information about each
legislator should be especially helpful to those who want to interpret the way
legislators have voted on measures in the past," Waldron said, noting that pro
fessional lobbyists maintain files of such information not readily available to
the general public.

"The citizen wishing to know a legislator's occupation,

personal background or legislative experience has had no place to look outside
one of the major libraries in the state," he added.
The directory presents information supplied by the legislators themselves since
about 1900 regarding age, birthplace, education, occupation, religious affiliation,
military service and date of arrival in Montana if born elsewhere.
Society secured information on 19th century legislators.

The Historical

Legislative service was

compiled from public records and all of the material was stored in a computerized
data file that allows almost instantaneous recovery of any particular type of
information.
"We believe this may be the only comprehensive review of all who have served
in a state legislature," Waldron said.
One of the surprises for the author was to learn that only recently have a
majority of the legislators been Montana-born.

The first "home-grown" majority

appeared in the 1959 House of Representatives and in the 1967 Senate, and the
majority has rarely exceeded 60 percent even in recent sessions.
An introductory test and many tables examine patterns and trends among

the

legislators across 11 decades of territorial and state legislative experience.

The

findings reported in the study included these:
--Nearly half of all legislators began service between the ages of 40 and 55;
nearly a third were older than 55 when first elected, but the proportions have shifted
among age groups from decade to decade.

In recent sessions about a third were less

than 40 years old when first elected, as they had been during the 1950s and in the
decade before World War I.

(more)
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--As in other states, Roman Catholics and Lutherans were fewer while
Method', sts, Presbyterians and Congregational ists were more numerous among
legislators than the proportion of their denominations in the constituencies.
--Lawyers have been significantly less numerous while farmers and ranchers
have been more numerous than in many more urbanized states.

The proportion of

lawyers has declined in recent years while the number of teachers has increased.
--With allowance for effects of malapportionment from 1920 to 1965, the
proportion of farmers and ranchers in the legislature increased while the percentage
of urban dwellers declined between 1910 and 1920, but declined as urbanization
increased in recent decades.
— Most 19th-century legislators came from New England, the Middle Atlantic
States and the Ohio River Valley.

In this century about half came from the North

Central States (particularly Iowa, Minnesota, Missouri and Wisconsin), northwestern
Europe and Canada.

Few were born in southern or other western states.

--Compared to their constituents, legislators born in England, Ireland and
Scotland held disproportionate shares of legislative seats while Canadian, Scandina
vian and German-born legislators were elected in fairly close proportion to the
national origin of their constituents.
--Immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe furnished about a fourth of the
foreign-born population of Montana but elected only about 5 percent of the foreignborn legislators.
Until the middle third of this century the level of legislative experience
as measured by the average number of sessions served was notably low.

But by the

1960s Montana senators had more experience than a 50-state average while House
members were only slightly less experienced than the national average.

(over)
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"Some of these comparisions are more interesting than meaningful," Waldron
said, "because the data for comparison in other states are so fragmentary."

The

only comparable data base was for congressional service, and some Montana findings
have given a basis to challenge some accepted notions about congressional service
in the 19th century, he added.
"With this volume in the school library, high school classes can do some
homework before they visit Helena for a hasty glimpse of their legislators at
work," Waldron said.
For more than two decades Waldron taught legislative process in the political
science department at the university and in 1967 he initiated the Montana
legislative intern program, one of the few in the nation open to college under
graduates.

Earlier he had reported legislative affairs for United Press in Ohio,

and he has observed the Wisconsin and Massachsetts legislatures at work.
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